2004 Sturbridge Reunion Feedback

Virtually all of the feedback on the weekend was favorable (e.g.,  praising Joy’s tour, Annie’s sing-along, the hotel facility, the genealogy displays by Leslie and others, the outreach effort beforehand).  We greatly encourage suggestions for improvement; below are some that we’ve received to date.

Comment:    Organizers should consider different locations for future Northridge reunions, in order to make it easier for descendants who don’t live in New England to attend.  This is important input, one that future organizers should consider very carefully.  Granted, a reunion site in New England definitely has benefits:  e.g., many descendants live there and many of our ancestors once lived there; plus the summer weather is usually good.  I’ve already told some of the descendants out West (e.g., San Francisco area, Oregon, Colorado, British Columbia, Arizona) that serious consideration would be given to having a future event out there.  Alternatively, we could have an event somewhere in the Washington, D.C. area (since I live here, it would be easier for me to organize; plus I already have some ideas about location and entertainment), but the weather can get terribly muggy and unpleasant in the summer.  There’s also a significant number of Northridge descendants in the New York metropolitan area (northern New Jersey, the Jersey shore, Long Island), so that might be an option too.  And a number of folks have commented that a future reunion should be held in County Cork itself (making it much easier for the descendants who live there to participate).  Important food-for-thought for whoever volunteers to plan the next Northridge clan get-together.

Comment:    Two people indicated that the price charged for the event was too high, especially for young families with lots of children.  (The charge was $25 per grownup and children 12 and up; $16 for children 4-11.)  By contrast, most commenters said that the price charged was reasonable, particularly given the quality of the lunch and hotel facility’s amenities.  We did our best to minimize expenses.  For example, some volunteers received only partial reimbursement for expenses they incurred (e.g., centerpieces, nametags), and one attendee generously made a donation to help pay for rental of the display room (others also offered donations).  The price charged basically reflected the price charged by the hotel for lunch.  Unless we have a potluck meal or a more inexpensive caterer, it’s not clear how expenses could be minimized further.  Perhaps the price structure could be revised (e.g., charge each grownup more and each child less).  Alternatively, several attendees suggested that future organizers consider fundraisers (e.g., a 50/50 raffle; selling T-shirts made for the event, or reunion group photos or Northridge family-history books; or explicitly soliciting cash donations beforehand).

Comment:    Several attendees suggested that organizers e-mail digital photos after the event.  Actually, that sorta was our intent, but we ultimately encountered a variety of technical snafus.  Duly noted for future events.  In the interim, check out some of the group photos attached to this website.

Comment:   Some descendants said that they would have attended the Sturbridge reunion if they had received more advance notice.  Agreed:  the more advance notice, the better.  It seems that advance notice of one year would be ideal.  We were hampered by the fact that we didn’t have (and still don’t have) address information for many descendants.  As a result, some descendants didn’t hear about the event until weeks beforehand, whereas others had as much as seven months’ notice.

Comment:   Several attendees indicated that it might have been better to have a firmer schedule of events, particularly the session for group-photos.  Some attendees had other commitments and were forced to juggle their itineraries.  Having a definite schedule would have helped them (e.g., saying that the group photos would definitely be taken between 4 pm and 5 pm, not that such photos would “probably” be taken around then).  This is a very valid point, and my biggest Sturbridge regret is that some folks missed the group photos even though they arrived by 4 pm.  We made a spontaneous decision to take such photos around 2 pm, rather than waiting until 4 pm, because so many attendees appeared to begin drifting away from the tent area after lunch (to the lake, to the display room, to the hotel bar, to the putt-putt course, etc…).  I was afraid that we wouldn’t be able to pull the vast majority of the attendees back together again.  At a future event, organizers should consider establishing a more formal, firm schedule of events.

Comment:     Many attendees noted that the display room became hot and stuffy late Saturday morning.  We’re sorry!  Mea culpa.  In setting up the displays, we inadvertently blocked the room’s main air-conditioning unit.  If we turned it on, then it would have blown some of the displays right off the walls.  As the crowd grew, the room got hot.  (We served ice water to try to ameliorate the situation.)  Duly noted for future events!

Comment:    Several attendees indicated that the entire smorgasbord of display information was overwhelming.  Granted, there was an incredible amount of information presented in the various displays.  Some of it was in the form of handouts, which attendees could subsequently read at their leisure.  Organizers of future events could consider more in that regard.  We had volunteers ‘manning’ the displays and that greatly helped attendees digest the information.  Again, future organizers should strongly consider having such guides again.  Another option might be to have some of the researchers give a panel presentation to anyone who’s interested.  Or to include more individual photos in the various family charts.  In Sturbridge, we deliberately encouraged anyone who wanted to bring something to do so, which may have contributed to a ‘crazy-quilt’ of information at times.  But most attendees commented that they really liked that aspect.

Comment:   Several attendees commented that they were overwhelmed by so many unfamiliar faces (distant cousins they had never met).  While we ran one ice-breaker Saturday morning, we could have run more.  (Indeed, we were prepared to run 2-3 more, but we didn’t do so.  In hindsight, maybe we should have.)  At future gatherings, we could run more ice-breakers and/or distribute a list of attendees (identifying their particular branch and family-group).  For Sturbridge, we probably should have differentiated the orange nametags for the descendants of brothers Robert Northridge and Benjamin Franklin Northridge, respectively, instead of lumping the two groups together.  (Many of the attendees praised the color-coding system used for the nametags and the different family branches.)

Comment:   Several commented that the event would have been even better if more representatives from other Northridge branches had attended.  All were welcome, but we organizers were hampered by the fact that we didn’t have (and still don’t have) address information for many descendants in other branches.  As a result, the Sturbridge event was heavily represented by descendants of George Northridge and Susan Dean, and not by descendants from other branches.  (The fact that a relatively high percentage of George-Susan descendants live in the New England area (as compared to other branches) also contributed to this heavy representation.)

Comment:     We failed to fully capitalize on the opportunity to gather more family-tree information from all attendees.  Lots of information was shared in Sturbridge, but we could have done more.  It was a difficult balancing act, trying to accommodate not only the researchers who are deeply interested in genealogy with others who don’t share as deep an interest.  At a minimum, however, we could have done a better job of confirming each individual’s family group record and contact information.  We had considered doing that as part of some sort of on-site registration process (e.g., a manned desk where an arriving guest would receive his/her nametag and confirm information about not only their mailing address, phone, email, etc.. but also their birthdates, birthplaces, etc…), but we ultimately abandoned the idea (partly because folks could wander into the Sturbridge event at any time, through multiple entrances).

Comment:    One attendee indicated that organizers should identify a range of accommodations (especially inexpensive lodgings) in their announcement for such an event in the future.  The Sturbridge announcement mentioned only the option of renting rooms at the hotel where the reunion was being held.  Information about nearby motels and camping grounds can usually be obtained readily via the Internet (and indeed that’s how several attendees checked for cheaper accommodations).  But it could also be included in any future announcement.

